D
aniel Weatherby, 45, wealthy and fast dying from complications of a malignant neoplasm in the pharynx -throat cancer -was cut off from any living relatives, and unattached. But the reality of his aloneness and imminent death didn't particularly bother him. He was going to be cryogenically preserved.
"Would you like another pillow?" the nurse asked, and waited for him to gesture with his head.
Daniel had lost the use of his throat weeks ago. A man who prized silence above all else, he now wondered whether in a way the disease -if it weren't for the dying part -might not be a blessing in disguise, as he was no longer expected to talk. But lately he spent a lot of time drifting in and out of consciousness; his hands often turned blue; and his mouth was continually dry, his lips cracked. All this he could do without. He nodded and the nurse propped him up on a second foam cushion. She used glycerin swabs and lip balm to soothe his pain.
"Anything else I can do for you?" Daniel ignored her. He had realized soon after being admitted to the hospital that one way of dismissing a caregiver was simply to stop acknowledging them.
A few moments later, when he peed himself and died, Daniel was pleased that at least he did so quietly.
He was dreaming that he was back on the sprawling Wisconsin farm of his youth. Then his eyes adjusted to the brightness of a small grey room, without windows or doors.
The first thing he felt was a complete absence of pain. He cleared his throat, which seemed to be working fine. He had been healed. Tears welled in his eyes.
He blinked. Two tall, identically dressed figures appeared by his bedside.
"What is this place?" Daniel asked.
The man and woman, eyes closed, did not reply.
Daniel tried to get out of bed, but was so weak he almost passed out.
"What year is this?" The woman inclined her head in Daniel's direction, and then the man followed suit. Their eyes remained closed.
"Hey, you two, I'm right here! What's going on?"
The man smiled first, then the woman. "I don't want to -" Daniel's voice choked off. Everyone was gone.
He was alone in the room. But not alone. Endless horrors unspooled inside his mind.
Tears fell from Daniel's eyes as he realized he would never again speak. ■
